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Identity politics offers disenchanted radicals one more shot 
at utopia. 


David Azerrad gives a thoughtful treatment of the origins and essence of identity 
politics, one that will be useful for those curious about the genesis of our shibboleths: 
structural racism, intersectionality, white privilege, wokeness. | commend Azerrad for 
presenting an intelligent, provocative thesis at all; academics whisper these ideas, but 
few pen them. On question of origins, | will add some comments, and on the question of 
essence, | must beg to differ. 


Identity Politics as Nihilism 


In the late 1960s and early 1970s, race, class, and gender groups had “legitimate 
grievances” for unequal treatment, but broke with the civil rights movement (3, 12).1 
They turned to identity politics, a metaphysics (“the most fundamental dimension of 
reality”) that disavows nature, or “objective reality,” and frames all relations in terms of 
power (5, 15). This is more than an “Americanized version of tribalism;” it “is first and 
foremost a politics...of oppression” that “celebrate[s] victimization” (2, 3, 2). According 
to Malcolm X and Armando Rendon, whites “are born devils by nature” (5-7). In 
consciousness-raising, a victim becomes woke to the institutionalized oppression that 
explains otherwise unrelated phenomena, and one must take sides in the struggle. 


That struggle is against America, which for the woke “is at its core a supremacist regime 
that oppresses certain groups” (5). Because oppression is structural, social justice 
requires more than individual reformation; it requires a political restructuring. But given 
the impracticality of total revolution, radicals adopted “a third way between integration 
and revolution” (14). Abandoning claims to universal justice, they adopted “realpolitik,” 
in which oppressed groups unify in solidarity to wrest power from a “common enemy”: 
white, male, heterosexual capitalists (15, 7n40, 9). Identity groups must fight for 
“recognition, special treatment, and active government intervention...to eliminate 
disparities” (18). But the true essence of identity politics, Azerrad argues, is nihilism: 
whites, burdened by guilt, “speak of racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia in 
the language of original sin” (21). They seek not atonement but self-annihilation—they 
are not “entitled to an identity of which they can be proud” (22). 


Azerrad challenges the primacy of oppression by pointing to the incoherence of identity 
groups like “African” or “Asian” (8). Justice is achieved, he argues, not by subverting, 
but by affirming the American “constitutional framework,” which includes “the Civil 
Rights and Progressive amendments” to achieve “equal rights and the equal protection 


of the law” (12). Martin Luther King, Jr., Frederick Douglass, the Seneca Falls 
Declaration, and the homophilia movement (13, 13n85) are civil rights exemplars that 
endorsed those principles without denigrating them: “[T]hey framed their struggle as a 
vindication of American ideals...[T]hey held out the promise of integration, assimilation, 
civic friendship, and equal citizenship under the law” (13). 


Identity Politics as Human Flourishing 


The radical revolt was rooted in the liberals’ promises and their evident hypocrisy on 
race, class, and gender. 


Stamping out fascism (racist opinions?) abroad and at home, liberals promised to 
achieve (with the aid of science) a colorblind society, the end of poverty, and gender 
self-fulfillment. These promises went beyond both the original constitutional framework 
(reinterpreting equal protection to mean disparate group treatment) and their own 
desire to fulfill them. But if private business should be desegregated, the radicals 
protested, then all forms of oppression should be eliminated, and done so in all private 
associations and relations, not just in business. 


The greatest liberal hypocrisy was in internationalism. Decrying the old “isolationism,” 
liberals brought “democracy” to the world: the United Nations; a global New Deal called 
the Marshall Plan; a Great Society in Vietnam. But they could never tease apart 
realpolitik—dictatorial rule and economic interest—from their supposed benevolence. At 


home, SWAT teams began to occupy US cities like foreign nations.* 
Identity politics is thus inseparable from global struggle. 


Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael, Bobby Seale, and Eldridge Cleaver were strongly 
influenced by Frantz Fanon,” who showed the repressive and oppressive strategies of 
imperial powers—how they shape the identities of colonized peoples. “Assimilation” 
meant the destruction of old identities. Fanon’s solution, endorsed by Jean-Paul Sartre, 
was violent revolution against Western imperialism.’ Claiming to be colonized peoples 
within the United States, Black, Brown, Red, Yellow, and gender identity groups formed 
a “rainbow coalition” against the liberals’ pseudo-scientific authority at home, and 
united in solidarity with oppressed groups in the “struggle against imperialism all 
around the world.”® In 1967, radical feminists declared, “We seek the liberation of all 
human beings. The struggle for liberation of women must be part of the larger fight for 
human freedom.”? In 1970 Robin Morgan affirmed that “a worldwide Women’s 


Revolution [is] the only hope for life on the planet.”!° In 1971 Dennis Altman included 
gay liberation as part of the broader struggle for “freedom for the fulfillment of human 


potential.”!4 


Azerrad’s fundamental claim is that identity politics is nihilistic—and he is in good 
company.?? But there is something odd in making this claim about a group that has 
risen to dominance in politics, universities, and moral authority, confidently destroying 
those who challenge it. Identity groups are only part of a much broader order. Making 
arguments about human nature and the good life (not mere power), political 
philosophers have long criticized “modernity” and the liberal nation state, teaching a 
return to the polis or progress to some transcendent order. Leftist philosophers, pointing 
to global problems that nation states seem incapable of solving, have imagined a global 
political order that would provide the conditions for both philosophy and human 
flourishing. 


Herbert Marcuse’s “Aesthetic State” is grounded in his argument for the erotic 


philosophical soul.!? Noam Chomsky appeals to an “instinctual base for our moral 
judgments,” manifest in the capacity for language.!* Reason could guide these instincts 
or “moral sentiments,” Peter Singer argues, toward the duties of a cosmopolitan 
commonwealth, if its maxims were made binding.*> Iris Marion Young grounded her 
politics of difference on Marcuse’s eudemonism: “Desire, the desire to be happy, creates 
the distance, the negation, that opens the space for criticism of what is.” 16 


Carrying out this program against “white nationalism,” whites must join in solidarity with 
oppressed groups not to destroy themselves, but other whites with whom they no longer 
identify, thus appearing nihilistic.!’ Cleaver, praising the white youth who had taken up 
arms against their white elders, wrote, “There is in America today a generation of white 
youth that is truly worthy of a black man’s respect.”!® Huey Newton, distinguishing 
between “white liberals” and “white radicals,” said, “We don’t hate white people, we 
hate the oppressor”; thus white radicals should join in the struggle by “turning away 
from the establishment” and aiding oppressed peoples.19 Admitting one’s white 
privilege is not supposed to entail wallowing in guilt, nor rejecting one’s identity, but 
answering a call to social responsibility. Considering the “Souls of White (and Straight 
and Middle-Class and Male) Folk,” Michael Kimmel writes, “This posture of guilty self- 
negation cannot be our final destination.... Refusing to be men, white, or straight does 
neither the privileged nor the unprivileged much good.”2° 


Azerrad recognizes the progressive call to transcend group identity (denying all race 
essences?!) to human liberation and democratic socialism, but he maintains that 
identity politics is defined by what it is not and aims only at power (4, 8-11, 15-6). Yet 
progressivism has a positive ethical, moral, and political program. Progressive 
psychologists argue that the United States has ignored the “human needs of its people 
and those of the rest of the planet,” but “the social and behavioral sciences...can 
articulate a vision of the good life that is empirically sound.”22 Rejecting “ethical 
relativism” and appealing to “human nature,” they teach the virtues “endorsed across 
every major religious and cultural tradition.”2? Far from anything goes, progressives 
seek to impose codes for speech, sex, and diet.2* Recognizing the importance of group 
identity for individual growth, they publicly support and reinvigorate diverse 
communities that are crucial for identity formation.2° Moving beyond redistributive 
policies of affirmative action, they seek to esteem and empower identity groups by 
representation in government, the sciences, and the workplace.2° Corporations and 
universities voluntarily apply extensive anti-discriminatory policies, fire employees for 
hateful speech or opinions, and police the contents of social media. 


Politically, progressives reject liberalism, a theory limited to public procedural justice 
(extending neither to oppression and domination in private life nor to globalist visions), 
and adopt democratic socialism.?’ Celebrating “blue state” family-friendly values, they 
use family courts to prevent relations of domination in private life.2® Theorists have 
heralded the rise of “global cities” as the nexuses of a new global political order, which 
may be achieved by reforming international institutions like the United Nations, World 
Trade Organization, and World Bank. Ultimately, Singer and David Held argue, “states 
[must] give up, to a world federation, a monopoly of the use of force.”?9 From 1970s 
Earth Day and Spaceship Earth to today’s Global Village, progressives have long taught 
a “sense of global citizenship:” a “cosmopolitan outlook is the necessary condition of a 
multicultural society in a globalizing order.”2° 


In the United States, identity politics seems to be the optimal way for an elite class to 
eliminate the old middling element that often opposes it and control a growing mass of 


disenfranchised former-Americans and migrants. In the reemergence of an aristocracy, 
Progressives claim the right to rule by merit, birth, wealth, and education, as well as by 
helping the disadvantaged:?! Ivy League schools direct genius in technologies like 
renewable energy, prudence in furthering global initiatives, and courage in advancing a 
cosmopolitan order against nationalistic identities. The best and the brightest move to 
finance and technology sectors, universities with billion dollar endowments, and 
superzips surrounding Versailles on the Potomac, where they rule by administrative fiat. 
To secure this order, they pledge to import a new electorate, abolish the Electoral 
College, and pack the Supreme Court.32 


Call it undesirable, malfunctioning, or tyrannical—but contrary to nihilist self-negation, 
this neo-feudal order could last a long time. 


Is the rest of the country doomed to look like Paris—gentrified progressive, commercial 
cities, inhabited by a new aristocracy, surrounded by sprawling, crime-ridden suburbs? 
Not if it listens to Azerrad, who warns that the rise of one identity politics will lead to 
another. 


There are a few points in his favor. Rule by administrative fiat instead of law results in 
partiality and injustice, both in the failure to protect rights and in disparate treatment. 
Also, the rule of an identity politics priesthood has revealed its hypocrisy, self-interest, 
and incompetence, thus undermining its claims to right, and exposing the underlying 
relation of mastery. 


“Democracy” has no moral authority when California Democrats harvest the ballots of a 
dependent populace, or when unelected bureaucrats and lawyers in distant populations 
in D.C., New York, and California claim the right to rule, without consent, their outlying 
colonies, and control the lives of their families, churches, and schools.33 This naked 
power will become starker as we approach unsustainable $800 billion interest payments 
on our national debt, and our top-heavy mandarins must forcibly extract surplus from 
the subjects it is paid to monitor. 


Unlike other conservatives who embrace James Burnham—who, like Trotsky, thought the 
problem of Stalin’s bureaucracy could be solved by new blood in the managerial elite— 
Azerrad champions the nation state and the rule of law. 
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